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ABSTRACT 


With each work, composer Vasile Herman finds new opportunities for affirmation of the 
Romanian music in a European context. Behind the apparent antinomy of the titles of the 
two requiems lies the intent to express cultural identity, through compositional techniques 
that achieve idiomatic status. The Thracian and ProfaneRequiem, conceived in the first decade 
of the 21st century, bring back into discussion the traditional rites of passage of the 
Romanian people. By resurfacing and harnessing the ancestral layer of oral culture, Herman 
pinpoints the authenticity and specificity of the Mioritic space. These are embedded in a 
language that is completely in tune with his time, but which is most often justified as an 
extension of the folk values. Thus, under a modern guise, melody, rhythm, discourse 
organization and orchestration are called to recreate an ancestral atmosphere, an ethos that 
defines the identity of our geographical area, while offering the prerequisites of integrating 
this music within the sphere of interest of world culture. 

Keywords: Romanian music, Vasile Herman, requiem, rite of passage, folk heritage, 
ancestral layer, living folklore, cultural identity, ethos, musical archaeology. 


The work of the Cluj composer Vasile Herman, still barely known and 
explored, provides the interested researcher with numerous themes for reflection 


and analysis. From the vast corpus of his workswe have selected two for our 
discussion, tied together by theme and other factors. They belong to the composer's 
last period of creation and are entitled Thracian Requiem (completed in 2002) and 
Profane Requiem (completed in 2008). It was a period of full creative maturity, when 
the composer's personal style was already clearly established, being marked by a 
tendency to re-evaluate the ancient cultural heritage of the Romanian people, 
which could be referred to as “the period of Dacianisms”. Herman's compositional 
maturity, corresponding to his second period of creation (1970-1990), was marked 
and later enriched by a genuine interest in the discovery of an ancestral level of 
Romanian culture, reflected in his works through the use of words, texts or 
fragments presumably belonging to the vocabulary of the old inhabitants of the 
Romanian territory, as well as by the appeal to certain intonations, sonorities or 
rhythms invested with archetypal value. 

The sensitization of the ideal pole of the aesthetic field through the use of 
the word “requiem” is reflected in the association of the words "Thracian" and 
"profane". Thus, the requiem will not be what we would ideally expect, but will 
reveal a hidden potential, the accident or the inherent essence of substance (Kant). 
The oxymoron involved in each of the two titles gives rise to apparent antinomies, 
as long as we perceive the notion of "requiem" in its traditional sense, i.e. as a 
musical genre with cultic roots, more or less tied to the religious experience. In the 
cases herein under discussion, however, the composer's intention is different. The 
requiem is regarded rather as a rite of funeral or passage, without any other 
reference to the classical genre (in the broad sense of the term). Herman is not the 
only one to have pursued this type of approach; on the contrary, especially after 
1990, Romanian music has benefited from a wide variety of requiems rooted in the 
Romanian spirit!, some of them linked to the Orthodox office for the dead, others 
to different ritual practices related to death?. Herman, however, is one of the few 
composers to have approached this genre twice during his creative life. On a side 
note, this picture could be completed with the cantata Epigrafuri [Epigraphs] (2002) 
set to translated Dacian texts (with a funereal tinge) and with Herman's last work, 
completed very shortly before his death, a Threnia for violin, cello and two 
percussion groups. In the latter case, however, the association with the ritualistic 
sphere is sublimated. 

It can be argued that this perspective is part of the attempt to express 
national identity in a universal context. In his theoretical works, Herman speaks of 
the tendency of the twentieth-century Romanian composers to reduce the 


1From this standpoint, our approach is justified by our intention to bring the two works back to life. 
Romanian musicology benefits from a consistent presentation of the Romanian requiem by composer 
Adrian Pop. However, Herman's later works have so far remained unknown. 

?Adrian Pop, Recviemulrománesc, Editura MediaMusica, Cluj-Napoca, 2004. 
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differences or delays compared to Western music. This tendency is manifested in 
the “revival” of the established musical genres: initially in a less original style, with 
post-Romantic influences (generally in the first half of the twentieth century), then 
(especially beginning with the second half of the twentieth century) by finding 
solutions for a personal style of expression. Herman calls these two stages 
“compensation” and “affirmation”!. The international affirmation of Romanian 
music is basically achieved by raising the awareness of national identity and by 
harnessing its specific potential by integrating the local element into the European 
conception. The tendency of most Romanian composers from Enescu onward has 
been to select certain specific features from folklore and adapt them to the art 
music forms. In Vasile Herman's case, this was more than a habit stemming from 
rational understanding. Starting from the intention to rediscoverdistinctive 
features of the oral culture, the Cluj composer dedicated approximately ten years 
to the in-depth research of folklore. He did this in the belief that he would obtain a 
little more than other Romanian composers of his generation who had also turned 
to this source. Although the results were communicated indirectly through his 
works and partly as suggestions in his theoretical writings, the Cluj musician was 
convinced that he had “forayed deeper” and extracted the essences. This is how 
Herman experiences culture and, ultimately, this is his identity. 

The analytical approach of the two requiems brings us a little closer to the 
composer's thinking, by revealing a few elements that have become idiomatic in 
his work. 

A first characteristic aspect is the choice of texts for his works. In the case 
of the Thracian Requiem, for example,the musical transposition is based on a collage 
compiled by the composer. The selection of verses is intended to emphasize the 
Romanian people's identity by harnessing the ancestral pool of the oral culture. 
Herman's theoretical study Vechimesiidentitateinmuzicatraditionalárománeascá [Age 
and Identity in Traditional Romanian Music], written in 2007, offers suggestions on 
how to appreciate the age of a folkloric text, including, among other criteria, the 
pagan-Christian syncretism. Besides the common symbols related to death, such as 
dark soil, darkness, church, or flowers on the grave, there is a reference to the 
pillars that used to be placed at the head of the tomb, or to the sea separating this 
world from the other, which entitles us to believe that the texts belong to an 
ancient folklore layer, in which Christian and pre-Christian symbols were 
intertwined. At the same time, the sound resembles that of an incantation extracted 
from the same magical ancestral layer. 


1Vasile Herman, Formásistilinnouacreatiemuzicalirománeascá, EdituraMuzicalá, Bucharest, 1977. 
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I. Tu du-mi-te, du-te 
Tot din stálpinstálp 
Din mormántmormánt 
Nici nu te tămâie 
Nici nu te cománd. 
Tu du-mi-te, du-te 
Prinnegre-ntunerici 
Prinsfintebiserici 
Odor la mormánt 
Subnegrupámánt... 
Prinnegre-ntunerici 
Prinsfintebiserici 
Tu du-mi-te, du-te... 


II. Sufletdespartit 
De multemáhnit 
Pleacási se duce 
Marea o ajunge 

Mareaíncea parte 

Ce lumea-mi desparte. 
Vine marea mare 
Vine inturbare 
Unde se aduce 

Lumea s-o imbuce 
Mareaíncea parte 

Ce lumea-mi desparte 
Mareafardnume 


III. De azifnainte 
Tu sá-mifiipárinte 
Pámánte, pámánte... 
Tu du-mi-te, du-te, 
Pecürüribütute 
Prinnegre-ntunerici 
Prinsfintebiserici. 


L-ailaltálume. 
Acolo tu veiafla 
Spreindestularea ta 
Flori tu veiculege 
Sidoru-ti va trece. 


Through the alliteration of the vowel sound “u” in some fragments of the 
text, the mysterious, even lugubrious character is emphasized. (Tu du-mi-te, du-te/ 
Pecárüribátute...) To emphasize the idea of incantation, the composer entrusts the 
vocal part of the requiem to a single soloist, namely a baritone. The use of this text 
explicitly speaks of Herman's intention to resuscitate and transfer elements of the 
oral culture to the sphere of aesthetic value. The musical piece is structured into 
three sections corresponding to the folkloric text. 

Unlike the former requiem which carries a comforting tone, the latter one 
starts from texts of mourning, expressing at first the revolt against the sad situation 
of death. Here, however, as tradition goes, those left behind argue with death, the 
only one responsible for the loss of the dear one. For more authenticity, Herman 
involves an ensemble of six women “mourners”, grouped by twos, in three voices. 


Ca-itrái o zi, oridoua 
Si te-i topi ca o rouă. 


1. Arde-mi-te-arfocul, lume, 
Dintreipárticulemneverzi 
Side-o parte cuuscate 
Dacá-n tine n-avem parte 
Numai de străinătate. 
Sármandinima mea 
Nu te jeluiasa 
Cánu-i tráicátlumea 
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II. Foaieverde de treiflori Lumánareacin' ti-a pus? 


Un' ti-a fostmoartesá mori? Soarelecánd a fost sus. 
Ínbütaiavántului, De-ngropatcin' te-a-ngropat? 
La cetinabradului. Treibrazi mari s-aurásturnat 
De jelitcin’ te-a jelit? Pe mine m-au ingropat. 
Pásárile-au ciripit. Fluierasul un’ l-aipus? 
De scáldatcin” te-a scăldat? Íncracabradului sus 
Ploilecánd au plouat Sicándvüntulmi-obütea 
Pe mine cá m-au scáldat. Fluierasul mi-o canta. 


Each musical section corresponding to the folkloric text is preceded by an 
instrumental fragment entitled The Triumph of Memories, counting as a fourth part. 

Given that the requiem is a profane one, the religious aspects are only 
vaguely brought into discussion; instead, emphasis is placed on aspects related to 
the Romanian people's traditions: the argument with death followed by 
consolation and by the hope of an early death for the one who has remained alive, 
the interest in what is happening with the deceased from now on, the integration 
into nature, where all the elements work together for his or her welfare, the 
importance of the fir tree in the ritual, or the presence of the pipe. The thematic 
similarity of this text with some variants of the Miorita ballad is more than obvious. 

The two folkloric fragments trigger in Vasile Herman a musical approach 
that will become his trademark. 

A first defining element is his interest in obtaining a specific ethos, which 
was already reflected in his earlier works and which is the result of expressing 
national identity in a European context. The instrumental ensemble used in each of 
the two cases is conceived so as to contribute to the production of a sound that 
would be highly evocative of the atmosphere of the Romanian village: strings 
(violin, viola, cello and also a harp for the Thracian Requiem) and wood winds (flute 
and clarinet for theThracian Requiem, two flute heads and a piccolo flute for 
theProfane Requiem). In both cases, the most diversified component is that of the 
percussion. Herman involves two percussion groups in each work, including those 
instruments that reinforce the identity of the Carpathian space: toaca de lemn (a 
wooden percussion instrument), shepherds’ pipes and bells. By including them in 
his works, Herman highlights and exploits certain sounds that he has preserved in 
his memory since childhood. His memories, the environment and the songs kept in 
his subconscious from the holidays spent in the countryside at his grandparents’ 
home, serve as a fertile ground for his creative thinking, as well as a source of 
inspiration. This is the reason why many moments in Herman's music give the 
listener a familiar “being at home” feeling that is a key ingredient of the public 
success of a modern work: 
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Some evenings I would stand at the top of the hill, while from the tall grasses down 
the valley came bits of songs of the toiling peasants, bird trills, cow bells and, at the 
same time, like an echo, the sound of the scythe against the metal hone, creating a 
unique and picturesque soundscape. And if I add that all these were enveloped in the 
sound of the vespers bells, I could say I was witnessing a real symphony of the 
twilight. At other times, the village was resounding with funeral, wedding or other 
ritual songs, the church service, the matins, the bidding prayer — sounds that were 
deeply implanted in my heart. Later, sublimated in the mature works, they turned 
into chamber-symphonic works in which the percussion creates a vibe that gives the 
chamber music a symphonic stature. The village noises, locked deep in my 
subconscious, have inspired my abundant use of timpani, drums, gongs and other 
instruments that evoke the environment in which I grew up’. 


This multitude of sounds was highlighted in Hestia, a symphony for 
percussion instruments. 

The orchestration of the two requiems is marked by a new contrast 
between appearance and essence: The Profane Requiem begins with a toll of bells 
(thus pointing to an age of Christianity), while the Thracian Requiem makes 
prominent use of the toaca. These are, therefore, new allusions to the syncretism 
between paganism and Christianity, specific to the Carpathian region. 

Alongside the distinctive sound obtained through timbral combinations, 
melody is an emblematic element in Herman's creation. Based on the use of cells 
with a small number of notes, the melody is short and borrows elements of the folk 
song, as a sign of local identity. Herman states in his writings that “our folklore, 
and especially the children’s folklore, abounds in oligochords, which places many 
local songs within the sphere of the archaic or the ancestral”. Herman's most 
frequently used melodic formulas include the intervals of seconds, hemitonic or 
anhemitonictrichords, tritones and tetrachords, as well as inverted chromatic 
structures. He exploits these elements according to his personal stylistic vision, 
dictated by the intention to integrate his original works into the European circuit. 
Thus, his basic melodic formulas will frequently cover a wide ambitus, obtained by 
shifting one or more sounds to another octave. Hence, a high frequency of 
sevenths, ninths and augmented and diminished octaves, which add a 
contemporary touch to the musical discourse. At the same time, the melodic 
formulas underlie the harmonic contour, giving rise to overlapping 
seconds/sevenths, second/fourths, or fourth chords. 

In the first part of the Thracian Requiem the composer employs the 
hemitonictrichord and the interval of a second, along with the augmented fourth 


1 Radu Constantinescu, Vasile Herman: De la timbala la pianul de concert, in: “Ziarul Financiar”, April 7, 
2006. 

Vasile Herman, Vechimesiidentitateinmuzicatraditionalirománeascá. Preliminarii 2 la o estetică a 
folcloruluimuzicalrománesc, n.p., Cluj-Napoca, 2007, p.11. 
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(tritone) — minorsecond F#-C-B (in downward direction). This is a melodic formula 
that has become idiomatic for Herman, extracted from folklore, but also found in 
20th century art music. It may be circumscribed to one of Messiaen's modes of 
limited transposition, or to a modal scale of tones and semitones, also encountered 
in folklore. 


Example 1: Thracian Requiem, Part I, bars 14-16 


So 
pane, cn oe SSS ee 
E NS il 3 j DI a 
( |g à D = 
3 > — eS A 3 “x - = 


The example above reveals yet another hallmark of Herman's works. It is 
the principle of continuous variation consisting in the permanent metamorphosis 
of the small melodic and rhythmic formulas, through transpositions of sounds, 
interpolations of new sounds, augmentations and diminutions. According to 
Herman, these transformations do not affect the basic profile of the formulas used, 
which preserve their identity and recognisability. Besides applying to the melodic 
and rhythmic structure, the principle of continuous variation often functions as a 
form generator as well. While the use of melodic cells ensures the unity of the 
material, its consistency and even some cyclical contours, it may also involve some 
forms of inventions or chain structures. 

In the case of the Thracian Requiem, the second and fourth intervals that 
make up one of the basic melodic formulas will appear in different guises. In this 
respect, this structure is notable for its economy of means, but also for the potential 
it holds. 


Example 2: Thracian Requiem bars 41-43, campanella 


5 ==> EA rt € ? 
SSS 
=F 


e f 


Reversing sounds within melodic formulas (whether trichords, tetrachords 
or others) is one of the composer's favourite methods. The procedure is illustrated 
in the example above, as well as in the following ones. 

In terms of part writing (Baritone in the case of the Thracian Requiem and 
the women's ensemble in the case of the Profane Requiem), Herman remains faithful 
to the principle of respecting the prosody and intonation of speech, especially with 
the solo voice. This results in a type of vocal line that sometimes verges on the idea 
of Sprechgesang, with moments when the sung sound is abandoned completely in 
favour of the uttered one. Otherwise, the rhythm is that of ordinary speech, with 
the intervallic structure emphasizing its intonation and complemented by 
recitative fragments borrowed from the doina style. 


Example 3: Thracian Requiem, Part I, bars 23-28, baritone 


SS LA O E A A WHEEL 
epa 


ee QA LR 2 
RRA PTA AAA 


In the fragment above from theThracian Requiem we can see how the verse 
endings are repeated in the form of recitative recto tono, a new characteristic trait of 
Herman’s music that points to our culture's oral tradition. 

In the case of the mourners’ ensemble in the Profane Requiem, the composer 
opted for a heterophonic texture, interrupted occasionally by spoken fragments. It 
is a typical heterophonic treatment, with small oscillations in some of the parts. 
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Example 4: Profane Requiem, Part I, bars 30-32 
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However, this is not necessarily a defining feature of Herman's style. 
Generally, his works are marked by a propensity for a type of heterophony that 
becomes his stylistic signature, namely the superimposition of a melody onto its 
rhythmically augmented and diminished variants, resulting in a sonic fabric in 
which the detail fades in favour of the overall impression. An even more elaborate 
variant of heterophony can be found in the following fragment of the Thracian 
Requiem, where the sonic texture is composed of rhythmic and melodic variations 
of certain cells (Example 5). 

And since Herman was speaking about his memories, we wonder what is 
the purpose of the two instrumental sections in the Profane Requiem, and especially 
why he chose this title: The Triumph of Memories. While the former of the two parts 
maintains a tranquil mood, containing elements borrowed from the doina style, 
melismatic fragments, short recitatives recto tono and tolling of bells, and where 
one can easily detect some of Herman's favourite melodic formulas (Example 6), 
the latter one surprises the listener with an allegro giocoso with giusto rhythms and a 
melodic line specific to the children's folklore (a new contrast, this time to the sober 
atmosphere implied by a requiem or ritual of passage). This part also features a 
melody with a dance rhythm. The two structures, each with their distinctive 
melodic and rhythmic structure, are intertwined and overlapped into several 
variants (Example 7). 
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Example 5: Thracian Requiem, Part II, bars 30-33 
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Example 6: Profane Requiem, Part I, bars 9-11 


Part III, bars 23-27. 


Example 7: Profane Requiem, 


This dialogue of lively melodies is followed by a segment that reiterates 


e, the doina character and the 


initial melodic formulas. The end of the section is based on the alternation of the 


the theme and atmosphere of the first part of the piec 
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two types of writing: the one pertaining to the children's folklore and the one 
specific to the Romanian long song. 

The explanation for the use of these musical segments is given by their 
very title, as well as by the context to which the work is supposed to relate: the 
sadness and crying specific to this moment are interrupted by gentle or cheerful 
memories of the departed, which death cannot steal from the one left behind. 
Therefore, in the face of this enemy who may seem stronger than man, one can 
speak of the triumph of memories, of the beauty that endures and which 
represents the sum of all the valuable moments experienced in life, symbolically 
rendered by Herman through the three coordinates: the childish play, the lively 
and cheerful dance and the long, nostalgic song. 

In creating these moments, the composer exploits the timbral potential of 
the instruments used, from the gongs that mimic the tolls of church bells to the 
aulos-like sounds of the flutes, from the melodious sound of the strings to the 
rapid or slow tremolo, vibrato, pizzicatto or frullatto and the slap of the wind 
instruments. 

In conclusion, I think that by addressing these works we can answer a few 
questions: 

Why a requiem? Most probably for the purpose of raising Romanian music 
to the values of international art music. 

Why an atypical, profane or Thracian requiem? As a manifestation of 
cultural identity within a European context. 

Why two requiems? Herman probably wanted to make the most of the 
potential of the Romanian traditions, by approaching a different facet each time, in 
order to see and demonstrate their viability in the context of art music. This is 
about the archetypal element, the ancestral layer of folklore, emphasized in the 
Thracian Requiem, versus the living folklore of the Romanian village that Herman 
knew and assimilated, reflected in the Profane Requiem. The ways of shaping the 
musical material will be differentiated according to the two perspectives 
envisaged. 

Why in the first decade of the third millennium? It was a period marked 
by an increased interest in this topic, manifested in Cluj through composer Adrian 
Pop's research on the Romanian requiem. At that time, Herman had not written 
any work of this genre, so it is possible that this theoretical approach served as a 
catalyst for his creative impulses. We know that Herman composed some of his 
works based on some personal documentation, as a natural consequence of the 
rigorous theoretical study of certain thematic areas. If other musicians' works 
inspired him to create as well, then it is all the more interesting. Undoubtedly, 
however, the two requiems were conceived at about the same time that the Cluj 
musician published the theoretical study 
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Vechimesiidentitateinmuzicatraditionalirománeascá.Preliminarii 2 la o estetică a 
folclorului muzical románesc [Age and Identity in Romanian Traditional Music. 
Preliminaries 2 to an Aesthetic of the Romanian Musical Folklore] (2007), proving 
once again the intrinsic connection between his vocation of a creator and that of a 
musicologist. 

Why a “triumph of memories” in such a sad context? Because memories 
are the only thing that cannot be touched by death. The only thing that endures. 

How? By having recourse to what Herman called “musical archaeology”, 
meaning an in-depth investigation of the Romanian folklore and the discovery of 
some essentialized data, whose extraction and incorporation in the work 
guarantees, in his opinion, the very cultural identity. 

By using texts that belong to the ancient Pagan-Christian stratum. 

By shaping a language that becomes his signature style, or an idiom, 
abounding in oligochords, preferential melodic formulas treated according to 
predetermined principles (continuous variation, register breaks, sound insertions), 
quotations, heterophonic structures (differentiated according to the age of the 
folkloric layer), elements specific to the doina style but also to the dance style, or 
pertaining to the children’s folklore, all of them topped off by a timbral component 
that generates a unique ethos, ensuring the individuality and originality of the 
musical discourse. 
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